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TEL AVIV: Muslims bathe in the Mediterranean Sea during the Eid Al-Fitr holiday as the sun sets in Tel Aviv, Israel. — AP 

JERUSALEM: At first glance the video looks
like a promotion for a luxury offshore develop-
ment, a Dubai Palm-style project on the
Mediterranean. Then it becomes clear it’s
about Gaza and the future of the impover-
ished and fenced-in Palestinian enclave.
Israel’s intelligence and transport minister has
long pushed the idea of an artificial island off
the coast of the Gaza Strip, with plans for a
port, cargo terminal and even an airport to
boost the territory’s economy and connect it
to the world. 

But now the minister, Israel Katz, has
released a slick, high-production video setting
out his proposal in more detail, complete with
a dramatic, English-speaking narration, color-
ful graphics and stirring music.  “The artificial
island initiative is aimed at providing an

answer to a reality that is bad for the
Palestinians and not good for Israel,” says the
narrator, acknowledging that the aim is in part
to change the view that Israel is to blame for
the deteriorating circumstances of Gaza’s two
million people. 

The Islamist militant group Hamas has con-
trolled Gaza for the past decade, during which
time Israel and neighboring Egypt have main-
tained a tight blockade, restricting the flow of
goods and people in and out, in part to pres-
sure Hamas. While Israel withdrew its soldiers
and settlers in 2005, it still limits Gaza’s access
to the sea and controls its airspace. “Today,
Israel continues to be perceived as being
responsible for the Gaza Strip and is to a large
extent the only lifeline to it, even though it
withdrew from the strip over a decade ago,”

says the narrator.  To challenge that percep-
tion, and tackle the broader humanitarian and
economic problems that beset Gaza - it is cur-
rently receiving less than three hours of elec-
tricity a day and has unemployment exceed-
ing 40 percent - Katz’s plan calls for a $5 billion
investment over five years. It envisages an
international consortium building the 1,300-
acre island some three miles offshore, con-
necting it to the mainland via a causeway,
which would have a bridge in the middle that
could be raised, cutting off access. 

Hamas, which has fought three wars with
Israel since it seized control of Gaza from the
rival Palestinian movement Fatah, has long
called for a sea port and wants the airport in
Gaza, destroyed by Israel in 2001, rebuilt. It has
not commented directly on Katz’s island plan,

but Sami Abu Zuhri, a spokesman for the
group, said: “Building a sea port for Gaza is a
right of its people to alleviate their suffering
and end the blockade.”

Gas, water works
The projected island would hold vast infra-

structure, including cargo and passenger
ports, a marina, gas and electricity terminals, a
desalination plant and space for an airport in
the future. While Israel would retain control of
security in the sea around the island, and
would carry out inspections at the port, an
international policing force would be respon-
sible for security on the island and at check-
points on the bridge. “In addition to its
humanitarian and economic importance, and
distinct security advantages, the artificial

island initiative will strengthen the coopera-
tion and relations between Israel and the
countries in the region,” says the video.

While at one level the idea sounds pie-in-
the-sky, Katz has presented it internationally
and raised it consistently for discussion. He
showed his video to Prime Minister Benjamin
Netanyahu’s cabinet this month, where it met
with widespread approval, according to Katz’s
spokesman. But Defense Minister Avigdor
Lieberman, who has responsibility for Gaza poli-
cy, remains unconvinced and has not endorsed
the proposal. He has said Gaza does not deserve
any development project as long as Hamas runs
the territory. Katz’s hope is that if the Israeli gov-
ernment does get fully behind it, it can then be
presented to international partners as a poten-
tial, if ambitious, project to finance. — AP 

A new island in the Mediterranean - just off Gaza
Israel intelligence chief wants to build artificial island

GARMISCH-PARTENKIRCHEN: Pentagon
chief Jim Mattis accused Russian President
Vladimir Putin yesterday of making inter-
national “mischief” and said America’s com-
mitment to NATO remains unwavering.
Speaking to students in Germany to com-
memorate the 70th anniversary of the
Marshall Plan to rebuild World War II-rav-
aged Europe, Mattis said Russia had cho-
sen to challenge the “secure and peaceful”
post-war order. 

The Russian people’s “leader making
mischief beyond Russian borders will not
restore their fortunes or rekindle their
hope,” he said, in an apparent reference to
the Ukraine conflict and Moscow’s alleged
meddling in the US electoral process.
Mattis’ visit to Germany is his fourth to
Europe since becoming US defense secre-
tary in January. Jittery European partners
have looked to him for reassurance about
America’s international intentions after
President Donald Trump on the campaign
trail repeatedly questioned long-estab-
lished alliances.

Matters haven’t improved much since
Trump entered the White House, with his
administration embroiled in a simmering
scandal about alleged ties to Russia. The
US president further stoked concerns
when he visited NATO and the G7 summit
in Europe last month, where he upbraided
allies over their levels of military spending.
Any message of reassurance his presence
was intended to provide was overshad-
owed by images of the billionaire tycoon
shoving his way to the front of a NATO
summit “family photo” shoot in Brussels.

But Mattis stressed that America and
Trump should be judged by their actions.

He pointed to continued US support
through 2020 for NATO’s Enhanced
Forward Presence in the alliance’s east to
counter Russia. And he said Trump had
requested a huge increase for the
European Reassurance Initiative, up from
$3.4 billion last year to $4.8 billion this
year. “Beyond any words in the newspa-
pers,  you can judge America by such
actions,” Mattis said.  

Speaking at the same event, German
Defense Minister Ursula von der Leyen
credited the transatlantic bond for bring-
ing peace and stability to Europe, but also
said it was time for the continent to do
more to ensure its own security.   “As
Europeans, we do want to take on more
responsibility, but without ever forgetting
where we have come from,” she said, not-
ing Europe needed to “pool its resources”
as it works towards building a greater
defense union.

She also spoke in favor of Germany
spending two percent of GDP to meet
NATO pledges. “Being partners, we need
to have a fair  burden sharing within
NATO.  That means we Germans need to
do more for our security,” she said. Mattis
also pointed to Article 5, NATO’s mutual
defense guarantee, calling US commit-
ment to the measure “iron-clad”. Mattis is
a former four-star Marine Corps general
who fought with NATO and Western allies
in Afghanistan and Iraq. The Marshall Plan
was named after  General  George
Marshall, who was chief of staff of the US
Army during World War II. He was secre-
tary of state from 1947 to 1949 and won
the Nobel Peace Prize in 1953 for his post-
war rebuilding efforts.— AFP

Pentagon rebukes 
Putin for ‘mischief’

NEW YORK: Baraka Cosmas, 7, is missing half his
right arm. Mwigulu Matonange, 14, lost his left
arm. Emmanuel Festo, 15, lost his right, plus the fin-
gers of his left hand. Pendo Sengerema, 16, had an
arm severed at the elbow. These youngsters from
Tanzania are not limbless by accident or through
some genetic glitch. Their amputations were the
work of human hunters with machetes who
believed children with albinism - born without pig-
ment instead of the brown skin of their families -
are ghosts who bring good luck if their body parts
are ritually sacrificed.

The ghastly tradition, which still persists in iso-
lated, rural areas of Tanzania, is to hack off the chil-
dren’s limbs and to turn the pieces into “good luck”
potions for witchcraft rituals. Attackers who stole

into Emmanuel’s village at night even tried to pull
out his tongue and teeth. The four youths are part
of a group of victims who have been getting treat-
ment and free prosthetic limbs in the US since
2015. This spring, they returned for about two
months to get replacement prostheses from
Shriners Hospitals for Children in Philadelphia to
accommodate their growing bodies.

During their trips to the US, they stay in New
York City under the care of Elissa Montanti and
sponsored by her Global Medical Relief Fund. The
nonprofit helps children from crisis zones get cost-
free prostheses. In this latest phase of their journey,
the children seemed more self-assured and gregar-
ious after living in Tanzanian safe houses funded by
the Canadian charity Under the Same Sun.  Two

years ago in New York, knowing no English, they
kept to themselves and had to be coaxed to speak
to visitors through a translator.

Mwigulu said his replacement limb helped
him gain confidence.  “I was feeling a bit bad that
I  have only one hand and others have both
hands,” he said. He’s estranged from his parents,
partly because authorities suspect his father may
have been complicit in the attack. Pendo said fit-
ting in with other Tanzanians has become less
painful. When she wears her prosthesis, “it’s not
easy for another person to discover that I have
one arm. It looks like I have both arms until
someone comes close.”

As they prepared to leave the US this month to
head back to Tanzania with their new limbs, the
kids gathered around a Staten Island table for a
meal cooked by an American friend.  Emmanuel
used a metal hook attached to his arm to handle
the cutlery and food. A broad smile filled his face as
he chatted with dinner companions. Though he’ll
never forget that attackers “cut off my arm and cut
my face and teeth ... God turned it around and put
people in my life that have brought joy and put a
new mark in my life.”

During their 10 weeks in New York, Baraka, the
7-year-old, began to learn to play tunes on the
piano with one hand, taught by Ahmed Shareef,
20, who lost his right hand as a child during fight-
ing in Iraq and also got his prosthesis through the
Global Medical Relief Fund. The boy returned to
Tanzania with a gift from Shareef: An electronic
keyboard.  Since Tanzania’s government outlawed
witch doctors three years ago, hundreds have been
arrested in killings of people with albinism. Baraka,
Emmanuel, Pendo and Mwigulu have learned to
push away their own unimaginable traumas and to
live, even thrive. At 16, Pendo hopes to become a
teacher of Swahili, English and math. Mwigulu’s
pipe dream is to be Tanzania’s president. — AP 

New limbs for growing bodies: 
Mutilated albinos get refitted

NEW YORK: (From left) Baraka Cosmas, Mwigulu Matonange, and Emmanuel Festo pull on their
new prosthetic limbs as they prepare to visit a friend’s home for dinner in Staten Island, NY. —AP 


